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THE STATUS OF THE PERCEPTION VERB SEE*
Takako Furuya
1. INTRODUCTION.       This is a study of the perception verb 
see.  This verb can co-occur with its object NP, as in 1a.  It can also be 
followed by an ‘Infinitival Perception Verb Complement’ (henceforth, 
IPVC), as in 1b, or a ‘Participial Perception Verb Complement’ 
(henceforth, PPVC), as in 1c.1
 (1) a. I see many sheep in the pasture.
   (Taishukan’s Genius English-Japanese Dictionary, p.1602)
b. I have seen him walk.
   (OED, 2nd ed., p.865)
c. Somebody saw her coming in at my gate?
   (Agatha Christie, The Clocks, p.148. Pocket Books, 1963)
Which verb class the verb see belongs to is a topic of debate.  Let 
us bring up some studies relevant to this topic.  The study of verb class 
is intensively done by Vendler 1967 and Dowty 1979, among others. 
Vendler 1967 classifies verbs into four categories: states, activities, 
accomplishments, and achievements.  Dowty 1979 also follows this 
classification of verbs.  The perception verb see is known as a non-
agentive verb, and therefore it is said that this verb normally does not 
allow the progressive form (cf. Hirtle 1967).  Conducting empirical 
tests including the progressive, both Vendler and Dowty arrive at the 
conclusion that the perception verb see is a state verb or an achievement 
verb.  However, van Voorst 1988 and Felser 1999 argue against such a 
view of see as a state verb and strongly claim the verb in question to have 
a status as a non-stative verb.  
 Thus, this paper aims to explore the status of the perception verb 
see, and as a conclusion, following Mourelatos 1978 and Hirtle 1967, the 
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paper argues that this verb can be assigned an event status.  
The present paper consists of 7 sections.  Section 2 will introduce 
the view of the verb see as a state verb or an achievement verb, which is 
offered by Vendler 1967 and Dowty 1979.  Section 3 will focus on the 
view of see as a non-stative verb, which is given by van Voorst 1988 
and Felser 1999.  Section 4 will present the results of my syntactic tests 
on the verb see and discuss the category of the perception verb under 
consideration.  In Section 5, following Mourelatos 1978 and Hirtle 1967, 
I will claim it to have the status as an event.  In Section 6, the verb see 
and the progressive will be an object of consideration.  Section 7 will 
conclude the paper. 
2.  THE VIEW OF see AS A STATE VERB OR AN ACHIEVE-
MENT VERB.       The view that the perception verb see is a state verb 
or an achievement verb is set forth by Vendler 1967.  The same viewpoint 
is expressed by Dowty 1979 as well.  Let us look at Vendler’s study first 
and then Dowty’s. 
Vendler 1967 is the first to try to classify verbs into four 
categories (see Dowty 1979).  He groups verbs into states, activities, 
accomplishments, and achievements.  Conducting a number of diagnostic 
tests including the progressive, he takes the verb see to be an achievement 
verb, agreeing with Ryle 1949, or to be a state verb.  Let us observe his 
view more specifically.  Vendler (1967: 113) mentions as follows. 
There is no question that seeing can be an achievement in our 
sense.  Uses like At that moment I saw him, together with the 
above-mentioned possibility of saying I have seen it as soon as one 
is able to say I see it, show that much.  I shall refer to this “spotting” 
sense of seeing (which is somewhat analogous to the insight sense 
of knowing, or rather understanding) as “seeing”.  
Furthermore, his opinion proceeds to the verb under discussion in a more 
complex context, i.e. a perception verb sentence involving an IPVC, as in 2.
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 (2)  I saw him run (or cross the street). (Vendler 1967: 115)
What he recognizes with respect to this verb of perception is that, in this 
case, seeing ‘must have a sense that admits a period of time: a process 
or a state’ (p. 115).  However, he concludes that since it cannot be 
considered a process, seeing in this context must be a state (p. 115). 
Dowty (1979: 54) follows both Vendler’s 1967 classification of 
verbs and his terminology of the four categories, and then he gives items 
of verbs from Vendler’s categories, as shown below. 
 (3) States    Activities
know    run
believe    walk
have    swim
desire    push a cart
love     drive a car
Accomplishments   Achievements
paint a picture   recognize
make a chair   spot
deliver a sermon   find
draw a circle   lose
push a cart    reach
recover from illness   die
Dowty 1979 carries out more syntactic tests to divide verbs than Vendler. 
Some of the tests are the ones for distinguishing ‘between states and 
activities (or actually between states on the one hand and activities and 
accomplishments on the other)’(p. 55).  Tests such as these are originally 
offered by Lakoff (1970: 121, 156-157), and these tests can distinguish 
statives from non-statives.  Dowty makes use of them.  If the verb is 
a stative, the sentence will be ungrammatical, but if the verb is a non-
stative, the sentence will be grammatical.  This is evident from the 
following sentences (‘know is a stative, run is an activity, and  build is an 
accomplishment’)(p.55).  The explanations as to the tests and the tested 
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sentences below are from Dowty (1979: 55).
     
I. Only non-statives occur in the progressive. 
  
 (4) a.*John is knowing the answer.
b. John is running.
c. John is building a house.
II. Only non-statives occur as complements of force and persuade.
 (5) a.*John forced Harry to know the answer.
b. John persuaded Harry to run.
c. John forced Harry to build a house.
 III. Only non-statives can occur as imperatives.
 (6) a.*Know the answer!
b. Run!
c. Build a house!
 IV. Only non-statives co-occur with the adverbs deliberately, carefully.
 (7) a.*John deliberately knew the answer.
b. John ran carefully.
c. John carefully built a house.
  V. Only non-statives appear in Pseudo-cleft constructions.
 (8) a.*What John did was know the answer.
b. What John did was run.
c. What John did was build a house.
Although he does not present syntactic tests like these on the verb see, the 
conclusion which Dowty (1979: 66) has derived regarding the category of 
the verb see is the same as Vendler’s: a state verb or an achievement verb.
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3. THE VIEW OF see AS A NON-STATIVE VERB.       The 
view of the verb see as a non-stative verb, as opposed to a stative verb, is 
provided by van Voorst 1988 and Felser 1999.
Van Voorst 1988 argues throughout his work that the perception 
verb see has the nature of a non-stative verb.  In order to support his 
argument he gives the following grammatical example, in which the 
adverb without too much effort can co-occur with the verb see (the 
example in 9 is taken from van Voorst 1988: 53).
 (9) He saw the tower at the horizon without too much effort.
Felser (1999: 148-149) also categorically denies such a view as 
a state verb.  She follows the observations made mainly by Mourelatos 
1978 and van Voorst 1988.  In addition, she herself did some of the 
diagnostic tests used by Dowty (1979: 55), which we looked at in the 
previous section.  On the basis of pieces of evidence which she has 
obtained, she claims that the perception verb see is a stage-level predicate, 
i.e. a non-stative verb.
4. SYNTACTIC TESTS.       In order to investigate the status of 
the verb in question, I conducted syntactic tests along the lines of the 
ordinary ones introduced by Dowty (1979: 55)(see Section 2 above).  The 
results show neither Vendler’s view and Dowty’s, i.e. a state verb, nor 
van Voorst’s and Felser’s, i.e. a non-stative verb.
The first test is whether the perception verb see can occur in a 
progressive form or not.  It is known that only non-statives allow the 
progressive.  As expected, my informants almost didn’t accept the 
following progressive sentence.
  
 (10) ??/*I was seeing a dog.
However, the judgment of the progressive sentence with an IPVC in 11a 
or a PPVC in 11b varied from one informant to another, as shown below.
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 (11) a.      ??/*I was seeing a dog run.
b. ok/??/*I was seeing a dog running.
Secondly, only non-stative verbs can be embedded under the verb 
force or persuade.  My informants showed varied judgments again.
 (12) a.   ok/?? Mary forced me to see a dog.
b. ok/??/*Mary persuaded me to see a dog.
What about a perception verb sentence involving an IPVC?  The example 
in 13 below is offered by Felser (1999: 148) as evidence to help support 
her assertion that the perception verb see is not a stative verb. Although 
they exhibited a lot of variability regarding the judgment of the sentences 
in 12, as seen above, all of them accepted this sentence without hesitation. 
(13) They forced him to see/watch Russia beat Scotland (by 
dragging him to the stadium against his will).
My informants’ judgments widely differed also in the rest of the 
diagnostics.  Keep paying attention to their reactions.
It is said that only non-stative verbs can occur in imperatives. The 
results drawn are as follows.
 (14) ok/?/?? See a dog!
The following imperative is from Felser (1999: 149).  She provides this 
example as a grammatical one in support for her claim that the verb see 
is not a stative verb.  However, the judgment of this sentence which my 
informants made was not on a par with hers, as shown in 15.
 
 (15) ok/??/*See the man over there.
In the case of an imperative sentence involving an IPVC, almost negative 
findings could be obtained, as in 16.
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 (16) ??/*See a dog run!
The next test is whether or not the verb see can appear with the 
adverb deliberately.  If it is a non-stative verb, it should co-occur with 
this adverb.  Look at the result.
 (17) ok/??I deliberately saw a dog.
Lastly, let us observe the possibility of the occurrence of the verb 
see in a Pseudo-cleft sentence.  As a matter of fact, its possibility in this 
environment varied from one informant to another again, as in 18.
 (18) ok/??What I did was see a dog.
The above are the results of the diagnostic tests which I conducted 
for the purpose of finding the perception verb see either to be a stative 
verb or to be a non-stative verb.  What have been derived from these 
results can be summarized as follows.  Unlike Vendler 1967 and Dowty 
1979, I cannot conceive that the perception verb see has the status as a 
stative verb.  Unlike van Voorst 1988 and Felser 1999, I cannot definitely 
say that it is a non-stative verb, either.  
Then what is the status of this verb?  The next section focuses on 
this issue and discusses what category is appropriate for the relevant verb.
5. THE STATUS AS AN EVENT.       What is the status of 
the perception verb see?  Since the difference in the structure of the 
perception verb sentence might affect the status of the verb, let us deal 
with this question by focusing first on the verb see followed by an IPVC 
or a PPVC and then on the verb see taking an object NP only.
The answer to the above question as to the status of the perception 
verb see taking an IPVC or a PPVC seems to lie in the suggestion made 
by Mourelatos (1978: 422).  Mourelatos criticizes Vendler’s 1967 
analysis that the verb saw in his sentence I saw him run (or cross the 
street) is a state verb.  The reason why he makes such a criticism is that 
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Vendler’s analysis is counterintuitive.  He insists that the sentence I saw 
him run can be an answer to the question What happened next?.  In the 
light of this point, he argues that the verb saw in that sentence has an 
event status.  I totally accept this assumption and consider the category 
of the perception verb see co-occurring with an IPVC or a PPVC to be an 
event.
For the purpose of the present discussion, it is essential to pursue 
the nature of an event.  Let us briefly review how an event is considered 
and defined, referring to Freed 1979, Smith 1983, and van Voorst 1988, 
and then let us return to Mourelatos 1978 for the detailed discussion. 
First, in Freed 1979, temporal notions are adopted for defining 
an event, and an event is analyzed in terms of STAGES(p. 30).  In this 
system an event comprises an onset, a nucleus, and a coda, as shown in 
19 (the diagram depicted in 19 is from van Voorst 1988: 26).
 (19)   onset           nucleus       coda
-------------------:--------------:--------------------------
                     initial         middle     final 
Another definition of an event is proposed by Smith 1983 as well. 
In Smith (1983: 481), achievements, activities, and accomplishments 
among Vendler’s four categories of verbs are called ‘EVENTS’. 
According to Smith, these types of verbs are characterized as having a 
‘change of state’ (p. 481).  Here temporal notions are taken into account 
for defining an event, and an event is assumed to have an initial endpoint 
and a final endpoint.  This idea is taken from Bennett & Partee (2004: 
71), who describe an event as follows.
Suppose (a) … is true at interval I. (a) John eats the fish.  The event 
of John’s eating the fish is to be regarded as having occurred during 
interval I.  If I has an initial point, then the event started at that 
point.  If I has a final point, then the event stopped at that point.
Finally, in van Voorst (1988: 21), accomplishments, achievements, 
and activities among the four verb categories described in Dowty (1979: 
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54) are regarded as events (see 3 in Section 2 for the four verb categories 
in Dowty).
As seen above, Freed, Smith, and van Voorst all assume some 
action for the label of an event; however, the perception verb under 
discussion is known to be a non-agentive verb; therefore, verbs of this 
kind should not evoke activities.  Then, why is it possible to assign this 
verb a status as an event?  Let us return to Mourelatos (1978: 422-423) 
and look more closely at his view provided in relation to an event.  He 
explains an event as follows.
Meantime, relying still on intuitions, I should point out that event 
is the right classification for the focal referent not only of sentences 
similar to “I saw him run,” that could not be classed as referring 
to performances; it holds as well for all sentences referring to 
performances.  Event is simply the topic-neutral category.  If there 
is a performance A, there is also an event A, but not vice versa. 
Performances are those events that are instances of human (or 
personal, or quasi-personal) agency.
The verb classification which he proposes can be depicted, as in 20, and 
the examples in 21 represent each type in the classification, shown in 20. 
According to 20, an event consists of ‘topic-neutral developments, the 
counterpart of Vendler’s accomplishments’ and ‘topic-neutral punctual 
occurrences’, ‘the counterpart of Vendler’s achievements’ (p. 423). 














(Mourelatos 1978: 423) 
  
  (21)
State: The air smells of jasmine.
Process: It’s snowing.
Development: The sun went down.
Punctual occurrence: The cable snapped.  He blinked.
The pebble hit the water.  
(Mourelatos 1978: 423)
Mourelatos (1978: 423) mentions that ‘[o]f special interest are, of course, 
sensory occurrences’ and goes on to mention that ‘[i]ntimately related to 
the realm of agency, they do not in themselves constitute actions’.  He, 
however, claims that there can exist ‘visual or auditory developments’ (p. 
424).  According to his claim, sentences like Vendler’s above example 
with an IPVC, I saw him cross the street, imply visual developments, and 
thus it follows from his claim that the appropriate category of saw is an 
event.
As for the status of the verb see in the sentence in which there is an 
object NP only, not an IPVC or a PPVC, a key answer to this question 
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can be found in Hirtle 1967.  Referring to this type of sentence, Hirtle 
(1967: 70) clearly employs the word event in the statement that verbs of 
perception ‘usually take the simple form to indicate an event that exists at 
the moment of speaking: I see the plane’.  
In summary, the status of the perception verb see can be conceived 
of as an event not only in a perception verb sentence involving an 
IPVC or a PPVC, but also in one with the object NP of the verb alone, 
as Mourelatos and Hirtle insist, and thus an event is probably the most 
plausible category for this verb.    
6. THE PERCEPTION VERB see AND THE PROGRESSIVE. 
The verb see is a non-agentive perception verb, so that verbs such as 
this ‘tend to avoid the progressive’ ( Hirtle 1967: 69).  Actually this point 
was borne out by my diagnostic tests using the progressive as in Section 
4: the progressive forms of this verb were hardly accepted by the native 
speakers of English, whom I asked to judge the relevant sentences.  Look 
back at the sentence in 10, which is repeated as 22 here for convenience.
 (22) ??/*I was seeing a dog.
The same judgment was made on the sentence with an IPVC in 11a as 
well, which is repeated as 23 here.
 (23) ??/*I was seeing a dog run.
However, an interesting finding could be obtained.  The examples 
in 24 are from Poutsma (1926: 303).  These examples are cited as 
grammatical progressive sentences by Hirtle (1967: 71), who states that 
under a certain circumstance verbs like see can appear in the progressive 
form.  Each sentence in 24 has the same structure as that in 23, except for 
the time adverbial hour by hour in 24a; however, all of my informants 
accepted the progressive sentences in 24.
 (24) a. He was seeing them famish hour by hour.
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b. He was seeing them die. 
Why have the significantly different results been drawn in spite 
of the fact that the same verb, see, and the basically same structure 
are used in 23 and 24?  The answer to this question can be sought in 
Hirtle’s 1967 account for this issue.  Hirtle (1967: 71) tries to explain 
the grammaticality of the progressive sentence in 24 from the viewpoint 
of ‘incompleteness’, mentioning that ‘the actions seen are spread over a 
series of moments so that at no instant is a view of the whole obtained’. 
Hirtle also suggests another environment where the verb see can 
occur in the progressive.  It is when the verb denotes ‘development by 
degrees’ (p. 71).  For instance, consider the example in 25, which is cited 
from Zandvoort (1957: 40) by Hirtle(1967: 71).
 (25) I’m seeing it more clearly now.
The same account as for 25 might be given to the example in 26 from van 
Voorst (1988: 43).  Van Voorst (1988: 43) remarks about this sentence 
as follows: ‘[A] change over time is implied in the visibility…’.  This 
remark corresponds with Hirtle’s account in terms of ‘development by 
degrees’.
 (26) He was already seeing things better than before.
                                           
To sum up, the perception verb see basically does not admit the 
progressive form since it is a non-agentive verb; however, it does under 
certain circumstances.
7. CONCLUSION.       This paper has explored the status of 
the perception verb see.  On the basis of the results drawn from the 
familiar syntactic tests distinguishing statives from non-statives which 
I conducted, it has become clear that this verb is neither a stative verb 
nor a non-stative verb.  Following Mourelatos 1978 and Hirtle 1967, the 
present paper has argued that it is appropriate to assign the category of 
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event to this type of verb. 
Notes
*This is an extended version of one part of Furuya 2011.  I am greatly 
indebted to John McGrath, Carolyn Morikawa, and John Parsons, who served as 
informants.
1The terms ‘Infinitival Perception Verb Complement (IPVC)’ and 
‘Participial Perception Verb Complement (PPVC)’ are borrowed from Declerck 
1982.
REFERENCES
BENNETT, MICHAEL, and BARBARA H. PARTEE. 2004. Toward the logic 
of tense and aspect in English. Compositionality in formal semantics: 
Selected papers by Barbara H. Partee, 59-109. Oxford: Blackwell.
DECLERCK, RENAAT. 1982. The triple origin of participial perception verb 
complements. Linguistic Analysis 10. 1-26.
DOWTY, DAVID R. 1979. Word meaning and Montague grammar: The semantics 
of verbs and times in generative semantics and in Montague’s PTQ. 
Dordrecht: D. Reidel Publishing Company.
FELSER, CLAUDIA. 1999. Verbal complement clauses: A minimalist study of 
direct perception constructions. Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing 
Company.
FREED, ALICE F. 1979. The semantics of English aspectual complementation. 
Dordrecht: D. Reidel Publishing Company.
FURUYA, TAKAKO. 2011. The structure of perception verb complements in 
English. Kotoba no jijitsu wo mitsumete: Gengo kenkyu no riron to jissho 
[]n searching into linguistic facts: Theories for linguistic studies and 
empirical evidence], ed. by Kyoko Satoh, Hisako Ikawa, Yoshie Suzuki, 
Takako Furuya, Akemi Matsuya, Haruko Miyakoda, and Yoshiko Morita, 
146-156. Tokyo: Kaitakusha. 
HIRTLE, W. H. 1967. The simple and progressive forms: An analytical 
approach. Québec: Les Presses de l’Université Laval.
LAKOFF, GEORGE. 1970. Irregularity in syntax. New York: Holt, Rinehart 
and Winston, Inc.
212285_Tsuda Review_no57-4校.indb   65 2012/12/26   15:31:02
Takako Furuya66
MOURELATOS, ALEXANDER P. D. 1978.  Events, processes, and states. 
Linguistics and Philosophy 2. 415-434.
POUTSMA, H. 1926. A grammar of late modern English. Groningen: P. 
Noordhoff. 
RYLE, GILBERT. 1949. The concept of mind. London: Penguin Books.
SMITH, CARLOTA S. 1983. A theory of aspectual choice. Language 59. 479-
501.
VAN VOORST, JAN. 1988. Event structure. Amsterdam: John Benjamins 
Publishing Company.
VENDLER, ZENO. 1967. Linguistics in philosophy. Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press.    
ZANDVOORT, R.W. 1957. A handbook of English grammar. London: 
Longmans, Green and Co Ltd.
212285_Tsuda Review_no57-4校.indb   66 2012/12/26   15:31:02
